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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

Fiber to the Panhandle:  
Walton County, Fla.
Government agencies in a rural Florida county are cooperating with one another and 
with the private sector to install next-generation fiber infrastructure.

By Masha Zager / Broadband Communities

Walton County, located in the middle 
of the Florida Panhandle, has 
beautiful beaches, historic buildings 

and a growing population. What it lacks is good 
broadband. Incumbent providers have failed 
to invest in the region’s infrastructure, and as 
a result, connectivity has been both poor and 
expensive. Some county agencies pay as much as 
$500 per month for 3 Mbps DSL connections 
that don’t meet their needs. “Basic functions 
of our government are not working due to 
inadequate speeds,” explains Rick Wilson, 
projects and programs manager for the Walton 
County Board of County Commissioners. 

In April 2015, the county government 
sent Wilson to the BroadBand Communities 
Summit, where he met local officials from 
around the United States who faced similar 
problems – and learned that solutions to those 
problems exist. Wilson took his findings back 
to the commissioners and worked with them to 
organize a group of local government agencies 
that would serve as anchor tenants on a new, 
competitive fiber network. 

Along with the county board of 
commissioners, other government organizations 
– the sheriff’s department, the school district 
and the county clerk of courts – all signed on 
to the project. “We came to a consensus that it 
would benefit everyone,” Wilson says, adding 
that the benefits of cooperation were so evident 
that none of these agencies thought of following 

the “separate fiefdoms” strategy that has 
doomed partnerships in some other localities. 

The new network, currently under 
construction by the Alabama-based metro 
fiber provider Southern Light, will connect 
more than 50 public buildings, including 
schools, libraries, firehouses, sheriff’s offices, 
a rural health care office, road crew offices, 
commissioners’ offices and community centers. 
Both the county and Southern Light are 
investing in the network, but what makes it all 
possible is funding from E-Rate, the Universal 
Service Fund program that subsidizes school 
and library connectivity. Walton County 
schools and libraries will have their own 
dedicated fiber, but additional strands of fiber 
along the same routes will be available to the 
other agencies. According to Wilson, Walton 
County “will be installing about $30 million 
of infrastructure for just under $1.5 million 
in taxpayer funds” – the local match for the 
E-Rate funding.

SAVINGS FOR COUNTY AGENCIES
With the new network, some county agencies 
will have 500 times the bandwidth they had 
in the past. Walton County will save money 
as well. Connectivity prices have been high in 
part because of the incumbent telco’s monopoly 
status and in part because county agencies have 
more than 20 separate DSL connections. Use 
of a competitive provider and a shared Internet 
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connection will slash prices from their 
current inflated levels. 

Information Transport Solutions, 
a partner of Southern Light, will run 
the network operations center for all 
the county agencies. This, too, will 
generate savings for the agencies, which 
would otherwise need separate network 
administration teams.

The agencies are taking advantage 
of this opportunity to share network-
based resources. For example, the 
county sheriff’s office is making its 
Computer Aided Dispatch/Records 
Management System software available 
to the local police departments, which 
will reduce software licensing fees 
and help these agencies cooperate on 
law enforcement. In addition, the 
agencies will consider installing the 
same VoIP system; by combining their 
buying power, they should be able to 
reduce the cost of phones compared 
with making separate purchases. A 
centralized online backup facility is 
another possible cost saver.

IMPROVED SERVICES 
The county plans to use the new 
network to improve public services. 
“Super Wi-Fi” hot spots that make use 
of TV White Space spectrum will be 
overlaid on the fiber network so county 
vehicles such as sheriffs’ cars and school 
buses will be able to send and receive 
video feeds from anywhere in the 
county. Network-connected IP cameras 
installed on bridges, beach access 
points and traffic signals will help the 

county cope with natural disasters such 
as hurricanes.

Better connectivity in the schools 
will support digital testing and 
e-textbooks, and community centers 
will become hubs for distance education 
so citizens can take online courses in 
their communities rather than drive 
long distances to college campuses.

THE LAST MILE
Both local officials and Southern Light 
are hopeful that connecting county 
buildings will be only the first step 
in improving broadband in Walton 
County. Residents and businesses need 
better broadband as much as county 
offices do. Once fiber reaches all the 
remote areas of the county – which 
county officials insisted on in their 
discussions with Southern Light – 
last-mile providers should find it more 
feasible to connect homes and business 
locations. County officials have been 
talking with cable companies about 
extending their service areas and with 
cellular carriers about putting towers in 
unserved areas of the county. 

The Walton County Economic 
Development Alliance – a public-
private partnership in which the county 
government is a participant – will run 
fiber to its industrial parks, hoping to 
use the fiber to attract new, innovative 
businesses. Until now, the alliance has 
struggled to bring large businesses into 
the county, but it just signed a deal 
with Fedex for a distribution center 

in one of the parks that is about to be 
fiber-connected.

Ultimately, Wilson says, the 
prospects for economic development 
are good – in part because Boeing, 
which has a manufacturing plant in 
Jacksonville, views the I-10 corridor 
that runs across the Panhandle to 
Jacksonville as a natural location for 
its supply chain. To attract aerospace 
companies to its industrial parks, 
Walton County will have to retrain 
local workers; here again, fiber will be 
an advantage, because the vocational-
technical school will be able to offer 
courses via distance education on 
whatever subjects are required.

Walton County’s project is already 
attracting interest from other Florida 
counties, from the state legislature and 
from the FCC. State legislators are 
considering allocating money for E-Rate 
matching funds so more school districts 
will be able to serve as anchor tenants 
for countywide networks. Wilson 
and his colleagues have visited several 
other counties to explain what they are 
doing, and they now have visions of 
connecting all the sheriffs’ departments, 
fire stations and schools along the 
Panhandle, enabling closer cooperation 
during hurricanes or other disasters. 
“This is really gaining steam throughout 
the state,” Wilson says. v

Masha Zager is the editor of BroadBand 
Communities. You can reach her at 
masha@bbcmag.com.
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Eden Garden State Park is one of Walton County’s attractions.
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